constructions of gender in pre-modern quran commentaries As the Ghaylān's daughter tradition vividly illustrates, both Quran interpreters of the formative period and their audiences understood gender in ways that differ significantly from the assumptions about it that are commonly found today in North America, Western Europe, and many other parts of the world, including many Muslim-majority communities. It is notable that at no point in his discussion of the two versions of this tradition that he cites does al-Māturīdī see fit to address the question that is likely to be foremost in the mind of the average educated, non-specialist reader today: What is a mukhannath?
Significantly, in this way al-Māturīdī's commentary is typical of the many legally focused compendia of traditions4 and ḥadīth collections,5 as well as exegetical works from the formative and early medieval periods that quote various versions of the Ghaylān's daughter tradition.6 Some apparently wondered about the meaning of the statement that "she approaches with four, and departs with eight" (which is explained as a reference to the rolls of fat on her belly and back).7 A legal issue of evident concern is whether the prophet's command to his wives that they not allow the mukhannath to visit them in future indicates that the entry of mukhannaths into the quarters of secluded women is always prohibited.8 The question of what the mukhannath's name was (Hīt) garnered some attention.9 But the term "mukhannath" itself was evidently not regarded as requiring explanation in these texts.10 . The Arabs of the time regarded plumpness as a very desirable female attribute. 8
Al-Jaṣṣāṣ iii, 309; . For a biographical notice on Hīt in a seventh/thirteenth century biographical compendium, see: ʿIzz al-Dīn Ibn al-Athīr Abū al-Ḥasan ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Jazarī, Usd al-ghāba fī maʿrifat al-ṣaḥāba v, 395-6. However, another version of this tradition (on the authority of a male Companion) gives the name of the mukhannath as Matīʿ (3) (4) . A discussion of the manifold historical questions that this tradition raises is beyond the scope of this study. 10 Although the situation was different in legal works. For more on mukhannaths, see below.
